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In keeping with the marked expansion of English-medium instruction
(EMI) in Asian contexts, this study offers detailed evaluation of academic
language support for EMI courses in a Vietnamese university. It explores
academic language needs and current provision of support and challenges
through the perceptions of multiple stakeholder groups: students, language
instructors and content lecturers. Data was obtained from 10 semi-
structured interviews with teaching staff and a questionnaire involving 175
students. Survey data was processed using descriptive statistics and
inferential statistics while interview data was analysed using thematic
analysis. The findings indicated a general alignment between teachers’ and
students’ views on students’ current abilities, but a divergence in their
perceptions of target academic language needs. Moreover, language and
content teachers were found to offer support mostly in areas of writing and
reading, and their focus was on either teaching generic skills or assisting
content comprehension, respectively, rather than catering to subject-specific
language as desired by students. Key challenges to their support were
identified, including students’ limited English proficiency and motivation,
coordination issues and time constraints. Finally, practical implications
regarding teachers’ pedagogical roles and professional development, as well
as institutional guidance in the implementation of language support in EMI
contexts, were discussed.

Keywords: English-medium instruction (EMI), English for academic
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Introduction

Driven by the internationalisation of higher education, an increasing number of
universities worldwide have adopted English-medium instruction (EMI) policies,
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transitioning from using local language(s) to English for teaching academic con-
tent. This trend is particularly prominent in Asian tertiary contexts, where “EMI
has become a centrepiece of macro-level language policy and planning over the
past quarter century” (Fenton-Smith et al., 2017, p.3), resulting in a diverse array
of EMI programmes operated in practice. In these contexts, EMI has often been
promulgated with the expectations of enhancing academic quality and language
proficiency; however, the realisation of such outcomes is not guaranteed due to
contextual complexities and challenges. Scholars have raised concerns about stu-
dents’ linguistic readiness, questioning the benefits of EMI for both content acqui-
sition and language gains (Hamid et al., 2013). It is also argued that successful
implementation of EMI is largely contingent on “English language related vari-
ables™ students’ knowledge of the English language and academic literacy (Rose
et al,, 2019, p.10).

Therefore, it is important to acquire an in-depth understanding of students’
current linguistic needs and the extent to which current support structures
accommodate those needs to inform more effective implementation of EMI.
Investigations at the micro level, featuring the perspectives and practices of key
stakeholders, are needed to contextualise different support mechanisms in the
rapidly evolving EMI landscapes of Asia (Galloway & Ruegg, 2020). Although
research on EMI is expanding, fewer studies have focused specifically on language
support in emerging contexts such as Vietnam. The present study contributes to
this area by examining the suitability of academic language support at a Viet-
namese EMI university, through the lens of three stakeholder groups: students,
language instructors and content lecturers.

English-medium instruction

English-medium instruction is an instructional approach of using the English
language to teach academic subjects in contexts where English is a second or a
foreign language (ESL/EFL) (Macaro, 2018). Notably, EMI primarily focuses on
academic content learning with “no direct reference to the aim of improving stu-
dents’ English” (Dearden & Macaro, 2016, p. 456).

Although EMTI is not defined for a particular educational level, “a close affinity
between EMI and tertiary education” is frequently observed (Pecorari &
Malmstrém, 2018, p.506). Globally, EMI was found to be permitted in over 90%
of private universities and over 78% of public universities (Dearden, 2014). The
EMI phenomenon in higher education can be attributed to the increasing status
of English as a lingua franca and tertiary institutions” drive for internationalisa-
tion, which is often realised through “Englishisation” of their curricula to attract
overseas students or to prepare home students for a globalised world (Galloway
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& McKinley, 2021). In Asia, the rapid expansion of EMI has been largely associ-
ated with top-down educational policies. For example, a series of initiatives over
the past two decades in China, such as Project 211 and Double First-Class Univer-
sities, have normalised English-taught disciplinary courses in the tertiary sector
(Zhou & Rose, 2022).

Vietnam is no exception to this trend towards EMI, with a succession of far-
reaching initiatives aimed at overhauling its higher education to prepare grad-
uates for global engagement. In 2005, the government issued Decree 14/2005/
NQCP, which designated the use of advanced educational curricula from top
universities overseas as a key strategy for educational modernisation (Prime
Minister’s Office, 2005). This was followed by the National Foreign Languages
Project (2008-2020) and its revision (2017-2025), denoting a significant transi-
tion in instructional approach, from English being the learning objective to a
medium for subject instruction (Prime Minister’s Office, 2008; 2017). Building
on this momentum, the Ministry of Education and Training (2025) has proposed
a draft project titled “Gradually introducing English as a second language in
schools,” scheduled for implementation from 2025 to 2035. These initiatives have
deepened Vietnam’s commitment to integrating English across the curriculum,
leading to the development of diverse EMI offerings, such as advanced pro-
grammes, high-quality programmes and joint-degree programmes (Galloway &
Sahan, 2021).

Language-related challenges in EMI

The rapid growth of EMI has not been unproblematic for tertiary institutions.
EMI students have been reported to encounter a range of academic language-
related challenges that undermine their capacity for content acquisition. These
may include limited lecture comprehension due to insufficient vocabulary (Yao
etal., 2021) and an inability to master academic written genres (Kamasak et al.,
2021), among others.

Recent research has explored whether there exists a critical threshold of gen-
eral English proficiency students must cross to overcome academic language-
related difficulties. Aizawa et al. (2020), in their mixed-methods study of Japanese
EMI programmes, found that higher English language proficiency correlated
with fewer discipline-related challenges. However, they observed “no discernible
threshold” at which proficiency alone fully compensates for gaps in the academic
language and literacy skills required for EMI (p.855). This aligns with Rose et al.
(2019), who showed that academic language skills “beyond those assessed by stan-
dard L2 proficiency tests” were the strongest predictor of EMI success (p.2151).
They thus recommended institutions to focus on supporting subject-specific lan-
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guage and academic needs, rather than imposing fixed proficiency thresholds
(Rose et al., 2019).

English for academic purposes

English for academic purposes (EAP) has been utilised to support EMI because it
targets the discourse skills and genres needed for academic study. Although EAP
and EMI differ in focus — one being language-oriented and the other content-
oriented — they can be considered as “close relatives,” as both address the
demands academic English places on students (Galloway & Rose, 2022, p.540).
In Asian EFL contexts, such as Vietnam and Thailand, the emergence of EMI
implementation has spurred a corresponding rise in English language support
provision, ranging from stand-alone EAP classes to combined general and
academic-English courses (Galloway & Sahan, 2021, p.30).

The roles of language and content teachers

The growth of EMI prompts the question of whether language or content teachers
are better suited to provide academic language support and the degree to which
they can fulfil this role. Dearden (2018) referred to “a changing role for EMI acad-
emics” (p.330) while Galloway and Rose (2021) noted “the expanding role of ELT
practitioners” (p.36), highlighting significant shifts in both groups’ pedagogical
responsibilities within EMI settings. Specifically, English language instructors may
find that their traditional training in language pedagogy does not prepare them
for the unique challenges of teaching EAP, such as navigating unfamiliar texts and
genres specific to non-linguistic academic disciplines (Galloway & Rose, 2021).
They are, however, expected to help students develop the academic literacy skills
required in these domains, as Rose (2021) proposes, by pre-teaching students the
requisite discipline-specific terminologies and introducing authentic, scaffolded
activities that are closely aligned with the target EMI course tasks. Meanwhile,
content-subject teachers, although not equipped with language pedagogies, are
recommended to “make use of their own, and their students’ own, linguistic reper-
toires” to support subject delivery (Rose, 2021, p.161). It is also essential for them
to gain some language awareness, alongside their discipline-specific expertise, to
effectively communicate their subject to students via the English medium
(Dearden, 2018).
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Current gaps and research questions

Although the topic of EAP has garnered extensive attention in the field of lan-
guage education, there remains a need for contextualised evaluation of academic
language support in EMI environments. Much of the existing EAP scholarship
revolves around Anglophone university settings, which “may not be entirely func-
tionally comparable” to ESL/EFL contexts undertaking the transition to EMI,
given their inherent differences in students’ needs, backgrounds and educational
policies (Galloway & Rose, 2022, p.542). Research on language support for EMI
has often focused on EAP courses and the views of students and/or language
teachers, while integrated investigation including the extent of linguistic rein-
forcement in content classrooms is still lacking. Moreover, studies on EMI in Viet-
nam remain scarce compared to those in Europe (e.g., Doiz et al., 2019) and other
parts of Asia (e.g., Galloway & Ruegg, 2020), despite the increasing proliferation
of EMI provisions in the country. Exploring the implementation of EMI in this
emerging context can yield valuable insights that not only enhance local educa-
tional practices but also contribute to the global discourse on EMI. The present
study thus seeks to address these gaps and answer the following questions:

1.  What are academic language needs for successful EMI study, as perceived by
students, language instructors and content lecturers?

2. To what extent do language instructors and content lecturers respond to stu-
dents’ linguistic needs, as perceived by students and both groups of teachers?

3. What are the challenges in providing effective language support for EMI edu-
cation, as perceived by both groups of teachers?

Methodology

This section outlines the study design, sampling strategy, data collection methods
and analysis procedures.

Design

The study adopted a mixed-methods case-study design, combining qualitative
and quantitative data to obtain in-depth information about a case. Specifically, it
sought to explore the academic language support from various stakeholder per-
spectives, necessitating both statistical analyses of a large student sample to iden-
tify overarching patterns of learning needs and a qualitative analysis of teacher
responses for nuanced insights into the support provision. It followed the conver-
gent design, which allowed for concurrent collection and analyses of both data
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types (Creswell & Clarke, 2018), with a focus on qualitative insights. Qualitative
and quantitative findings were subsequently compared and combined in the inter-
pretation stage.

The selected case is a Vietnamese university implementing EMI “Advanced
Programmes” at the undergraduate level, developed in partnership with an over-
seas university from which the curricula were imported. At this university, EMI
courses are delivered in English by content lecturers across three main majors:
business, computing and graphic design. To prepare students for EMI study, the
university requires either an B2 English proficiency level equivalent to B2 on
the Common European Framework of Reference or completion of a one-year
English-for-general-purposes programme, followed by EAP courses taught by
language instructors (see Table 1). These take place within students’ first year of
study, alongside a few content courses. The teaching staff comprises mainly local
Vietnamese instructors, with a few international instructors using English as their
first or second language.

Table 1. EAP courses

Course Focus Target students Weekly  Duration
hours

Academic English 1 Writing Business 9 hours 7 weeks

Academic English 2 Integrated reading ~ Business 9hours 5 weeks

and writing

Academic English for non- Writing Computing; 9 hours 3.5 weeks
business majors graphic design
Sampling

Students from first to third-year cohorts who had taken both EAP and EMI
courses were purposively selected, yielding 175 participants across various majors
(see Table 2). Purposive sampling was also used to select language teachers (n=4)
and content teachers (n=6) with at least one year of relevant experience at the
setting (see Table 3). To maintain anonymity, I used labels such as LT1 (language
teacher 1) and CT1 (content teacher 1) and the pronoun “they” when referring to
the interview subjects.

Data collection

Prior to data collection, participants’ informed consent was obtained. A 65-item
questionnaire was used to collect data among students. It included background
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Table 2. Student participants (n=175)

Category Subcategory Number of students Percent
Year of study  First year 60 34%
Second year 68 39%
Third year 47 27%
Major of study Computing 42 24%
Business 128 73%
Graphic design 5 3%
Gender Male 86 49%
Female 83 47%
Other/prefer not to say 6 4%

Table 3. Teacher participants (n=10)

Teacher Department Years of experience

In general In EMI context

CT1 Business 2 1
CT2 Business 1 1
CT3 Computing 8 8
CT4 Business 16 16
CTs Computing 7 6
CTe Business 3 3
LT1 English language 4 2
LT2 English language 15 8
LT3 English language 6 2
LT4 English language 5 1

and demographic items, followed by rating-scale items (see Table 6), designed to
tap into their views towards learning academic English skills. Two identical sets
of 20 academic language subskill items, adapted from Evans and Morrison (2011)
and using a four-point Likert scale (see Tables 4 and 5), were used to measure, for
each subskill, the perceived importance and students’ self-assessed current abil-
ity. The survey was distributed online via Qualtrics, available in both English and
Vietnamese.
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Semi-structured interviews were chosen for a consistent yet adaptive
approach to gathering data from teachers. Nineteen guiding questions — tailored
for language teachers and content teachers — were categorised in four areas: (1)
background, (2) students’ learning needs, (3) support practice and (4) practical
challenges. Questions on learning needs were calibrated to correspond with the
student questionnaire for cross-referencing. Each interview lasted 30 to 60 min-
utes and was conducted via Zoom in English or Vietnamese based on intervie-
wees’ preferences.

A pilot study involving 17 students and one teacher was conducted. It led to
refinement in the questionnaire, such as condensing the statement wording and
replacing technical terms (e.g., EMI courses) with more accessible language (e.g.,
major-subject courses in English). Based on positive feedback from the teacher
interview, no substantial changes were made to the interview schedule.

Data analysis

Quantitative survey data was processed in SPSS-28 using descriptive statistics to
uncover patterns in students’ general perceptions towards academic language sup-
port, target language needs and self-assessed ability. To identify significant dif-
ferences in skill ratings, inferential statistics were applied to responses from two
four-point Likert scales, treated as interval data. Due to non-normal distribu-
tion of the data, Friedman tests were conducted, followed by Wilcoxon signed-
rank tests for pairwise comparisons. To evaluate differences across skills, the five
responses per student for each skill were averaged, and these mean values were
used in the analysis. Furthermore, a Spearman’s Rank Correlation test was per-
formed to examine the relationship between the students’ ratings of skill impor-
tance and skill ability, following confirmation of scale suitability and a monotonic
trend observed via heat maps across 20 pairs of variables. Open responses were
thematically analysed to contextualise quantitative findings. Interview data was
processed in NVivo-14 using thematic analysis, with key themes derived deduc-
tively from the research questions and the literature; meanwhile, and sub-themes
identified inductively from the data.

Results

The results of the questionnaire and interview analyses are reported below.
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Perceived academic language needs

This subsection addresses research question one, exploring stakeholders” views
towards target academic language requirements for EMI study and students’ cur-
rent academic language abilities.

Students’ views

To explore target requirements, quantitative analysis was performed on student
responses to a 20-item section measuring perceived importance of academic lan-
guage skills. Descriptive data for each item is shown in Table 4, with higher means
indicating that students perceived certain skills to be more important for their
success in EMI study. Overall, writing (M =3.30) and listening (M =3.29) were
assigned higher level of importance, compared to reading (M=3.20) and speak-
ing (M=3.13). A statistically significant difference was found in skill importance
ratings, y*(3)=26.987, p<.oo1. Post hoc Wilcoxon signed-rank tests were con-
ducted with a Bonferroni correction (p <.008), showing no significant differences
between reading and speaking (z=-1.569, p=0.117) or between listening and writ-
ing (z=-0.445, p=0.656). However, writing was rated significantly higher than
both speaking (z=-4.554, p<.o01) and reading (z=-2.942, p=.003), as was lis-
tening compared to speaking (z=-4.581, p<.oo1) and reading (z=-3.312, p<.oo1).
This suggests writing and listening were perceived as significantly more impor-
tant skills.

Further, descriptive results showed that Citing/referencing academic sources
(M=3.53), Understanding the main ideas of lectures” (M=3.43), Identifying the
key ideas of a subject-specific text (M =3.36) and Presenting subject-specific infor-
mation (M=3.26) were the most important subskills across the four domains.
Statistically significant differences were found in subskill ratings within writing
(x*(4) =50.635, p<0.001), listening (y*(4) =32.658, p <.oo1), reading (x*(4) =55.913,
p<.oo1) and speaking (y*(4)=15.893, p=.003). However, post hoc Wilcoxon
signed-rank tests (p<.005) showed that Citing/referencing academic sources was
the only subskill rated significantly higher than the others within its category,
i.e., Structuring written assignments (z=—4.346, p <.oo1), Using appropriate acad-
emic writing style (z=—4.835, p <.001), Summarising/paraphrasing ideas in sources
(z=-5.800, p<.oo1) and Expressing ideas clearly and logically (z=-3.499,
p<.oo1). This indicates that the participants perceived this subskill as more
important compared to the others.

To explore students’ current perceived abilities, quantitative analysis was con-
ducted on the other set of 20 skill items. Table 5 displays the descriptive data
for each item, where lower means suggest that students faced more challenges
in those areas. While the data suggested that students self-rated their abilities
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Table 4. Students’ perceived importance of academic language skills

Items Skill importance

Mean? Std. deviation

Structuring written assignments 3.26 0.76
Using appropriate academic writing style 3.25 0.70
Citing/referencing academic sources 3.53 0.70
Summarising/paraphrasing ideas in sources 3.17 0.71
Expressing ideas clearly and logically 3.30 0.74
Writing overall 3.30 0.56
Understanding disciplinary materials 3.32 0.74
Working out the meaning of difficult vocabulary 3.01 0.82
Identifying the key ideas of a subject-specific text 3.36 0.70
Reading quickly to find specific information 3.28 0.74
Taking brief, relevant notes whilst reading 3.03 0.84
Reading overall 3.20 0.58
Speaking accurately (grammar) 3.11 0.82
Speaking clearly (pronunciation) 3.15 0.81
Presenting subject-specific information 3.26 0.76
Participating actively in discussion 3.14 0.74
Asking and answering questions 3.02 0.80
Speaking overall 3.13 0.62
Understanding the main ideas of lectures 3.43 0.69
Understanding the overall organisation of lectures 3.34 0.73
Understanding key/technical vocabulary 3.24 0.76
Taking brief, clear notes whilst listening 3.16 0.75
Following a discussion 3.30 0.79
Listening overall 3.29 0.59

a. On a scale from 1-4, where 1=not important and 4 =very important.

in reading (M=3.04) and writing (M =3.04) to be lower than those in listening
(M=3.06) and speaking (M=3.13), these observed differences were not statis-
tically significant, as shown by the results of the Friedman test (y*(3)=6.443,
p=.092). Within each domain, students identified Using appropriate academic
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writing style (M =2.89), Working out the meaning of difficult vocabulary (M =2.70),
Speaking accurately (grammar) (M=2.98) and Understanding key/technical
vocabulary (M=2.88) as the most challenging subskills requiring more support.
Statistically significant differences were found in subskill ratings within writing
(x*(4)=68.299, p<.001), listening (y*(4)=27.736, p<.001), reading
(x*(4)=104.080, p<.oo1) and speaking (y*(4)=22.516, p<.oo1). However,
Wilcoxon signed-rank tests (p <.005) revealed that only Understanding key/tech-
nical vocabulary received a significantly lower rating than all the other listening
subskills, i.e., Understanding the main ideas of lectures (z=-4.064, p<.oo1),
Understanding the overall organisation of lectures (z=-4.076, p<.oo1), Taking
brief, clear notes whilst listening (z=—-3.080, p<.002) and Following a discussion
(z=-3.960, p<.oo1). Similarly, Working out the meaning of difficult vocabulary
was rated significantly lower than most other reading subskills, i.e., Identifying
key ideas of a subject-specific text (z=—6.194, p <.oo1), Reading quickly to find spe-
cific information (z=-7.131, p <.oo1) and Taking brief, relevant notes whist reading
(z=—4.976, p<.001). These findings suggest that vocabulary-related aspects were
a recurring challenge across skills for students.

To determine the relationship between students’ perceptions of skill impor-
tance (target requirements) and their skill ability, a Spearman’s rank correlation
was performed. Significant positive correlations (p <.05) were found for 17 of 20
skill items (see the Appendix). This means that skill items rated as more impor-
tant were generally associated with higher self-rated proficiency and lower per-
ceived support needs. The strongest correlations were observed in writing items:
Using appropriate academic writing style [r, (169) =.374, p<.oo1] and Summaris-
ing/paraphrasing ideas in sources [r, (166)=.372, p<.oo1]. These results suggest
that while students found these subskills more challenging, they were less likely to
perceive them as critical for academic success.

Teachers’ views

Contrary to the quantitative results showing students’ prioritisation of writing and
listening skills, the interview data revealed a strong consensus among teachers (5/6
CTs; 3/4 LTs) that academic reading is the most critical skill for EMI study. They
reiterated the need for students to thoroughly engage with subject-specific mate-
rials, as illustrated by this: “For the subjects I teach, which are management and
marketing, there're a lot of textual works. Students need to read and understand
first. . . [to] apply the key concepts and ... deliver in terms of their assignments”
(CTé6-business).

Writing also emerged as a key determinant of students’ academic success,
as “the assessment mainly involves written components” (CT4-business). Con-
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Table 5. Students’ perceived ability in academic language skills

Items Skill ability

Mean? Std. deviation

Structuring written assignments 3.05 0.80
Using appropriate academic writing style 2.89 0.79
Citing/referencing academic sources 3.39 0.80
Summarising/paraphrasing ideas in sources 3.01 0.85
Expressing ideas clearly and logically 2.91 0.77
Writing overall 3.04 0.60
Understanding disciplinary materials 2.87 0.80
Working out the meaning of difficult vocabulary 2.70 0.88
Identifying the key ideas of a subject-specific text 3.14 0.81
Reading quickly to find specific information 3.35 0.78
Taking brief, relevant notes whilst reading 3.12 0.93
Reading overall 3.04 0.65
Speaking accurately (grammar) 2.98 0.90
Speaking clearly (pronunciation) 3.15 0.90
Presenting subject-specific information 3.06 0.86
Participating actively in discussion 3.26 0.77
Asking and answering questions 3.25 0.83
Speaking overall 3.13 0.65
Understanding the main ideas of lectures 3.12 0.79
Understanding the overall organisation of lectures 3.12 0.80
Understanding key/technical vocabulary 2.88 0.84
Taking brief, clear notes whilst listening 3.09 0.94
Following a discussion 3.13 0.85
Listening overall 3.06 0.71

a. On a scale from 1-4, where 1=I can’t do it at all and 4=1I can do it on my own.

sistent with students’ views, half of the teachers (3/6 CTs; 2/4 LTs) explicitly
acknowledged the importance of subskills such as using citations and synthesising
information. Listening and speaking skills were not prioritised, with speaking
described as “not typically essential” for assignments (LT2) and listening gaps
could be offset by reading (CT3-computing). Nonetheless, both groups of teach-
ers acknowledged their importance for effective communication in EMI, includ-
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ing lecture comprehension, peer collaboration on projects and delivering
presentations.

When asked about students’ most persistent linguistic challenges, most teach-
ers cited issues related to vocabulary and writing and reading skills. Both language
(3/4) and content instructors (4/6) expressed concerns about students’ limited
vocabulary, lack of critical evaluation skills and heavy reliance on translation
tools, which often resulted in “lost context” and inaccurate understanding
(CT2-business). Regarding writing, teachers generally agreed that while students
could quickly grasp aspects such as formatting and referencing through EAP
course, many struggle with formal academic writing styles, with some works
resembling “spoken language more than academic writing” (CT4-business). Most
teachers (4/6 CTs; 2/4 LTs) also mentioned the need for improving speaking and
listening skills, noting that “in a class of 25, there may be six or seven students who
can communicate well in English” (CTs-computing).

Addressing academic language needs

This section answers the second research question by analysing data from the
questionnaire and interviews, highlighting students’ and teachers’ perspectives on
the extent of support provided in relation to the perceived academic language
needs.

Students’ views

Based on the questionnaire data (see Table 6), students exhibited greater agree-
ment regarding the role of content teachers in facilitating their academic English
development (M=3.18), compared to language teachers (M =2.91). Open survey
responses reinforced this, with students calling for more subject-relevant support:
“academic English [classes] provided broad vocabulary, but we need to know
more about technical terms”

Generally, students viewed the support received positively, believing that EAP
classes taught them the essential skills required for EMI (M=3.02) and subject
lecturers effectively helped them with academic language (M=3.03). Their open
responses highlighted the usefulness of EAP lessons in areas of citations, para-
phrasing, essay structures and reading strategies to their EMI study. Nevertheless,
some raised concerns about the limited focus on listening and speaking, and a
disconnect from disciplinary discourse. Regarding support from content lectur-
ers, students favoured their subject-specific support practices, including “provid-
ing contextual explanation for specific concepts” and “offering guidance in written
assignments.”
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Table 6. Students’ perceptions of academic English support

Items Mean? Std.
deviation
I believe that major subject classes should be supplemented with academic 2.91 0.80

English classes provided by language teachers.

I believe that subject lecturers should help students improve academic 3.18 0.81
English proficiency.
I believe that the academic English classes taught me the language skills I 3.02 0.78

needed the most to succeed in learning my major subjects via English.

I believe that subject lecturers have effectively supported me in learning 3.03 0.74

academic language.

I believe the materials in English in major subject classes are suitable and 2.94 0.75

easily accessible for me.

a. On a scale from 1-4, where 1=strongly disagree and 4 =strongly agree.

Teachers’ views

All the teachers (n=10) unanimously emphasised the necessity of providing aca-
demic language support to students in EMI contexts; however, their views on
pedagogical responsibilities and areas of linguistic support varied. Half of the
content teachers (3/6) felt their role was teaching academic content exclusively,
rather than academic English, believing that “quality controls” should ensure stu-
dents have adequate language skills (CT2-business) and that language teachers
already provided necessary support. In contrast, the other half saw their roles as
facilitating students’ learning in a broader context, where “content would come
first and English would be a close second” (CT6-business). While these lectur-
ers recognised the importance of language support for enhancing content com-
prehension and meeting students’ language learning expectations, they felt they
were not “the best person to help on linguistic aspects” (CT6-business). Mean-
while, all four language instructors perceived their key role asto prepare students
for the linguistic demands common across EMI disciplines, by introducing “an
overview of academic literacy” (LT2), rather than offering support tailored to any
specific fields. LT4 highlighted their adoption of a general, skills-based approach
to EAP that “helped students differentiate between academic and everyday lan-
guage,” while admitting that their provision of content-relevant linguistic support
remained “mostly superficial”

Regarding support practices, all six subject lecturers, regardless of whether
they perceived their roles as content-only or content-focused teaching, found
themselves “helping students with academic language out of necessity”
(CTs-computing). However, the extent of their support varied significantly, rang-
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ing from merely motivational support, e.g., “encouraging students to read mate-
rials in English” (CT1-business), to offering comprehension strategies, including
translation. For instance, CT3-computing considered referencing students’ first
language as essential to their support practice: “English has its role, but it
shouldn’t come at the expense of content knowledge. So when English poses dif-
ficulties for students ... I helped by providing further explanation or materials
in Vietnamese.” Other strategies to enhance students’ comprehension were also
employed, including speaking at a slower pace, using simpler language and start-
ing with scenario-based activities before introducing complex subject matter. It
was highlighted that their instructional adaptation is not aimed at “watering down
or lowering the standard,” but rather “making the content more accessible for
students” (CT6-business). The findings further revealed some lecturers’ efforts
in reinforcing academic language skills, particularly in writing and vocabulary.
CT4-business, for instance, reported using published papers to model writing and
analyse “how authors expressed the terms and structured their works.” Others
described offering a “guiding session” (CT2-business) or “reintroducing essential
writing aspects” (CT3-computing) at the course outset, informed by anticipated
content and recurring student errors. However, such support approach was brief
and informal, as “it’s not part of the curriculum” (CT3-computing), suggesting a
reactive rather than proactive approach to addressing writing challenges within
the course structure.

Moreover, nearly all the lecturers (5/6) engaged in language support through
constructive feedback on students” written drafts and assignments, though the
focus and depth of feedback varied. CT2-business gave class-wide feedback on
common errors, typically in sentence structures and vocabulary, while
CTs-computing occasionally noted structural errors and CT3-computing focused
mainly on domain-specific concepts. Of those provided linguistic feedback, only
two considered language use as a key assessment criterion; the rest prioritised
content, with CT3-computing asserting that “language errors don’t significantly
impact students’ grades”

As for language instructors, they prioritised support in areas of writing and
reading, aligned with the designated EAP curricula. Writing subskills, including
plagiarism awareness and referencing, were reported to be essential components
of their instruction. This practice was informed by their needs evaluation, as
they found that these subskills essential for “all written assignments regardless of
disciplines” (LT1) and “students often raised concerns about sources and refer-
ences” (LT4). To support reading, language instructors adapted course content
and materials, such as incorporating discussion activities (LT1) or reducing
required readings while adding follow-up tasks to balance syllabus coverage with
“deeper exploration of the content” (LT2). Similarly, LT3 designed alternative
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exercises that encourage open-ended responses and the integration of sources,
believing that “multiple-choice reading comprehension questions in the course-
book are not directly applicable to the reading tasks required in EMI classrooms.”
Further efforts to align support with disciplinary content were evident, including
“incorporating relevant journal articles into skimming/scanning practice” (LT1),
and “exploring domain-specific concepts, such as ‘tariff” and ‘quota’ in reading”
(LT2). However, these adaptations were often shaped by the instructors’ assump-
tions of “certain sets of skills and terminologies [that were] relevant” rather than
by a clear understanding of the actual linguistic demands in EMI courses (LT3).
Similarly, LT4 questioned the efficacy of their guidance on subject-relevant con-
cepts, since they “don’t have the relevant expertise” and “have to rely on inde-
pendent research.” This suggests that while instructors aim to provide tailored
linguistic support, their limited access to concrete insights into EMI-specific lin-
guistic and disciplinary requirements may inadvertently lead to a disconnect
between the support offered and the actual challenges students face.

Challenges in support practices

This section addresses the third research question, using interview data with the
teachers, to explore their perceptions of the challenges in delivering adequate lan-
guage support in the EMI programmes.

Students’ proficiency and motivation

All 10 teachers concurred that the primary obstacles to effective support were stu-
dents’ low English proficiency and their lack of motivation. LT1 noted that many
lacked a solid foundation for studying EAP courses: “they struggled to write a well
structured sentence, let alone a coherent academic essay.” Language teachers also
expressed concern that students often prioritised short-term goals, such as “pass-
ing the [language] course” over “the skills they gain” (LT4). This reflects a broader
issue where students may fail to recognise the significance of these skills beyond
the immediate context of EAP classes, potentially undermining their motivation
to engage with available language support.

As for content lecturers, they observed that students’ limited English abilities,
coupled with increasingly complicated content in EMI classes, often led to a loss
of confidence, disengagement or even programme withdrawal (CT2-business).
CT2-business further claimed that “some lack the confidence to write indepen-
dently and resort to translation tools or Al software” to navigate their way through
assignments, rather than seeking help from the lecturers. Others highlighted the
significance of students’ initiative, stressing that “unless they communicate their
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difficulties, we [lecturers] cannot know and allocate enough resources to support
them” (CT4-business).

Lack of coordination

Most teachers (4/6 CTs; 3/4 LTs) mentioned the lack of coordination between lan-
guage and content-subject departments as another hindering factor. LT3 asserted
that although the business courses were the “target contexts” that they aimed
to address, there were “virtually no connections between English and business
teachers.” LT1 struggled to deliver subject-specific support without knowing “what
exact areas of business or content students are studying” and expressed a need to
understand subject lecturers’ grading criteria and expectations to better align EAP
instruction.

Interestingly, content lecturers acknowledged being “not familiar with the
language programmes” (CT2-business) and “unclear about the language depart-
ment” (CT3-computing), yet expected academic language classes to be “more
intensive” (CT1-business) and “better tailored to students’ specialised majors”
(CT3-computing). CT2-business noted the absence of “a refresher course on aca-
demic writing” or “on-going support” by language experts in the second and final
years of study — resources that they “could have referred struggling students to.”
Content lecturers identified a gap in the language support in those years, since
they perceived themselves as “not the appropriate person for this” (CT6-business)
and considered it “unfair to slow down ... to accommodate a group of struggling
students” (CT2-business).

Time constraints

Time and scheduling constraints were seen as barriers to providing meaningful
language support. CT2-business mentioned that the subject curriculum was
already dense, leaving little room for “peripheral stuff like academic writing and
referencing” Language instructors shared similar frustrations, noting that EAP
courses offered “insufficient curriculum time” to adequately prepare students,
particularly non-business majors, for the demands of academic discourse. LT1
stressed that “language support should have been provided consistently through-
out students’ study, rather than only at the beginning and then stop.” Content
lecturers agreed that there needs to be “sustained academic language support”
(CT2-business) as academic writing cannot be acquired in a few weeks, but is
rather a process that can “take years” to refine (CT4-business).
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Discussion

The study’s first goal was to determine students’ academic language learning
needs within the EMI context. Students rated academic language skills across
all four domains as important, a result mirroring previous EAP needs analysis
studies (Huang, 2013). However, they assigned different levels of priority to these
domains, as the students regarded writing and listening as paramount, while the
teaching staff predominantly subscribed to the notion of “reading comes first and
then writing” (CT2-business). These differing priorities likely reflect the distinct
roles of students and teachers within the academic environment. Teachers, focus-
ing on developing students’ academic skills and knowledge, viewed reading as
foundational for mastering discipline-specific discourse and accessing academic
content (Grabe & Stoller, 2014). Students, however, might perceive listening skills,
such as lecture comprehension, as more immediately relevant to their academic
experiences. Moreover, the interview data indicated that students often rely on
translation tools to bridge their language gaps when approaching textual materi-
als in English, which might diminish the perceived significance of English reading
proficiency. Such assistance is less applicable to listening, which demands real-
time processing of the spoken content during lectures.

Regarding current linguistic needs, both teacher groups reported academic
reading, writing and vocabulary as the key challenging areas for students. Writing
and vocabulary have been underscored as “a chronic problem in EMI contexts”
(Kamagak et al., 2021, p.11), particularly for Vietnamese students (Hoang et al.,
2023). Unlike self-reported surveys highlighting speaking difficulties (Aizawa
et al., 2020; Kamasak et al., 2021), this study found students rated their speaking
skills rather positively, with no statistically significant differences in ratings of abil-
ity across skills.

Overall, the findings indicated alignment between language and content
teachers regarding the target skills requirements and students” current learning
needs; however, such alignment did not extend to student’ own perceptions. Cor-
relation analyses showed that the skills the students found challenging or requir-
ing additional support differ somewhat from those they deemed important. To
illustrate, they ranked Using appropriate academic writing style as the most chal-
lenging, yet among the least important subskills, while language and content
teachers unanimously emphasised both its difficulty and significance for acad-
emic success. As Liu et al. (2011) suggested, students may prioritise skill devel-
opment based not on their lack of competence, but on what they perceive as
most relevant to their academic goals. This perceptual gap may also reflect stu-
dents’ limited ability to accurately assess their own competence or discern “what
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is required of them to perform competently in their programme of study” (Huang,
2010, P.533).

The study’s second goal examined how each group of teachers responded to
students’ language needs. It was found that the students’ expectations for subject-
specific language guidance did not match the teachers’ beliefs about their ped-
agogical roles. The language instructors viewed their responsibility as providing
a general foundation in academic literacy, expecting content lecturers to offer
discipline-specific language support. Conversely, content lecturers believed that
academic language support was outside their responsibilities or expertise, and
thus only engaged in it “out of necessity” This lack of clarity over the support
roles resonated with the observations by Galloway & Ruegg (2020) in Chinese
and Japanese EMI contexts. The division in pedagogical orientations between
language and content teachers, while seemingly pragmatic given their designated
curricula, training and expertise, can limit the integrated, content-relevant lan-
guage support essential for students’ success in EMI settings.

Secondly, the teachers focused their support on writing, reading and vocab-
ulary, areas they identified as the most important and challenging for their stu-
dents. However, the nature of support provided varied between groups. With
reading, language instructors used comprehension questions and text analysis
based on their assumptions of EMI course demands, whereas content lecturers
resorted to providing translated materials or simply encouraging students to read
in English. In writing, language instructors followed a structured approach,
including guided practice, freer practice and on-going corrective feedback,
aligned with their syllabus. Content lecturers’ writing support occurred sporad-
ically, typically through brief reviews at the start of their course or assignment
feedback, with linguistic features often treated as “peripheral” and not factored
into assessment. These results suggested content lecturers’ emphasis on content
accessibility overlanguage development in their support practice (Jiang et al.,
2019).

The last research question explored challenges in the teachers’ provision of
academic language support. A key issue, identified by both groups of teachers,
was students’ limited English proficiency and motivation. Those with weaker lan-
guage skills often struggled to follow course content, which led to diminished
motivation, while low motivation reduced their willingness to invest in language
improvement. It is, therefore, recommended that the institution work closely with
teachers to develop rigorous language requirements and evaluation procedures at
admission, alongside preparatory programmes to ensure students’ readiness for
EAP and EMI courses. Moreover, low motivation may stem from students’ lim-
ited awareness of the relevance of academic language to their disciplinary success
(Jiang et al., 2019). Clear communication with students of the programme expec-
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tations, intended learning outcomes and the transition of linguistic skills between
EAP and EMI courses should be established to help them navigate their study.

Aligned with Galloway & Ruegg, 2020, the study identified coordination
issues: language and content teachers were found to operate within their own
spheres, with minimal understanding of each other’s expectations, course content
and assessment. This lack of awareness hindered their capacity to align their
instructional approaches in a complementary manner. The findings also revealed
that the provision of discipline-specific support was not systematically imple-
mented but relied on EAP instructors’ “assumptions” about target needs and their
corresponding interventions. Time constraints exacerbated this situation, as lan-
guage instructors found EAP course duration “insufficient” to prepare students
for EMI and content lecturers mentioned not having enough curriculum space to
address linguistic needs.

In tackling these challenges, one viable approach is to foster regular and struc-
tured channels of communication among teaching staft so that they can share
expertise and collaboratively reinforce academic skills across disciplines. As Jiang
etal. (2019) argue, EAP curriculum design should be “informed by genuine EMI
classroom settings and updated in a real-time manner” (p.116). This requires not
just individual effort but broader institutional commitment through supportive
policy, professional development, curriculum design and administrative backing.
For example, institutions may allocate time for cross-departmental training and
progress-review meetings, to help bridge the disciplinary gap and promote shared
goals among stakeholders.

Implications and conclusion

The study suggests that recognising and addressing disparities in stakeholders’
perceptions of needs and support roles is essential for effective implementation
of language support across the curriculum. This can be achieved by conducting
thorough needs analyses at both the classroom and institutional levels, alongside
clear communication among students, teaching staff and institutional leaders
about roles, expectations and shared goals. Echoing Galloway and Rose (2021),
the study stresses the need for on-going language support targeting specific dis-
course and skills demanded in EMI. This requires language and content teachers
to work in collaboration, informing each other of their instructional and assess-
ment approaches, collectively re-examining EAP course design and devising sup-
port strategies that integrate language development with subject-matter
comprehension.
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As the findings indicated, when teachers perceive discipline-specific language
support as not within their remit, they may refrain from incorporating it into
their teaching or engaging in cross-disciplinary collaboration. Thus, professional
development is essential in helping teachers re-envision their roles and navigate
the changing pedagogical landscapes in EMI contexts, where the traditional
dichotomy of language-only or content-only instruction may no longer suffice to
meet the complex needs of students. This study also calls for institutions’ systemic
approach to curriculum mapping and materials development for EAP and EMI
courses, ensuring that subject-relevant language support is not isolated attempts
but systematically integrated into the instructional practices across disciplines.

It is important to note the limitations of this study. Firstly, the data was col-
lected from one Vietnamese university, limiting the generalisability of the find-
ings. Research in other settings is needed to enable a clearer picture of language
support provision, its suitability and potential developments amid the global
growth of EMI. Moreover, the sample may not represent the target population,
as only a few students and no teachers from the graphic design discipline were
included. The use of differing data collection methods — survey responses for stu-
dents and interviews for teachers — may also limit comparability. Future stud-
ies could adopt broader sampling and data collection methods to strengthen the
comparability and robustness of the findings.

This study examined the suitability of academic language support at a Viet-
namese EMI university, based on needs analyses, conceptualisation of support
roles, support practices and challenges — areas that have been underreported.
The findings imply that the provision of support in this context warrants not
only closer attention but a recalibration to better align with the evolving needs
of EMI students and expectations of stakeholders. As Doiz etal. (2019) note,
while the inclusion of language support to enrich EMI classrooms is promising, it
necessitates “decision-makers at the university [to] establish and define language-
learning objectives as part of the goals of EMI” (p.82). This paper advocates for a
more holistic, integrated approach to language support within EMI, fostering col-
laboration among teaching staff, in order to realise the hoped-for “double gain” in
students’ language and content development in EMI education.
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Appendix. Spearman’s rank correlation test results

Table 7. Spearman’s Rank correlation results for skill importance and skill ability ratings

Items Spearman’s correlation Sig.
coefficient (2-tailed) p

Writing

Structuring written assignments 272 .000
Using appropriate academic writing style 374 .000
Citing/referencing academic sources 282 .000
Summarising/paraphrasing ideas in sources 372 .000
Expressing ideas clearly and logically .305 .000
Reading

Understanding disciplinary materials .120 117
Working out the meaning of difficult vocabulary .260 .000
Identifying the key ideas of a subject-specific text .320 .000
Reading quickly to find specific information 226 .003
Taking brief, relevant notes whilst reading 251 .000
Speaking

Speaking accurately (grammar) 177 021
Speaking clearly (pronunciation) 278 .000
Presenting subject-specific information 221 .004

Participating actively in discussion .074 .348
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Table 7. (continued)

Items Spearman’s correlation Sig.
coefficient (2-tailed) p

Asking and answering questions .135 .085
Listening

Understanding the main ideas of lectures 262 .000
Understanding the overall organisation of lectures 272 .000
Understanding key/technical vocabulary 242 .002
Taking brief, clear notes whilst listening .170 .027
Following a discussion .320 .000

Tém tit (Vietnamese abstract)

Nghién cfu dénh gid viéc hd trg ngdbn ngit hoc thuat trong chuong trinh gidng day bing tiéng
Anh (EMI) tai mét trudng dai hoc & Viét Nam. Qua 10 cudc phong van vdi gidng vién va khao
st 175 sinh vién, nghién cdu tim hiéu nhu cau hoc, thuc trang hd trg va thach thdc tif géc nhin
sinh vién, gidng vién ngdn ngli va gidng vién chuyén nganh. Két qua cho thdy gidng vién va
sinh vién c6 géc nhin tuong dong vé niang luc clia sinh vién, nhung khic biét trong ddnh gid vé
nhu ciu tiéng Anh hoc thut. Gidng vién ngdn ngti chu trong kj ndng hoc thuat téng quat, con
gidng vién chuyén nganh hé trg hifu ndi dung, thay vi ddp ting ngdn ngti chuyén nganh theo
mong mudn cta sinh vién. Thach thidc chinh gém trinh d¢ tiéng Anh va dong luc ctia sinh vién,
su phdi hgp gitia gidng vién va han ché thdi gian. Nghién cfu néu ham y v€ vai trd su pham va
phat trién chuyén mén ctia gidng vién, ciing nhu dinh hudng ctia nha trudng trong cong téc hd

trg ngdn ngit tai boi cinh EMI.
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